Oceans connect. They also divide. In other words, oceans have histories: not only technological and environmental histories of distances, currents, and navigation but also social, political, and cultural histories of human intervention into the organization of space. These are histories of both integration and segregation. These histories are often hard to track. The depiction of integration or fragmentation is often relative, dependant on how previous eras are depicted. Moreover, convergence and divergence often take place simultaneously, and the perception of those processes will vary according to what is being analyzed. Most significantly, the representation of convergence or divergence is often entwined with deep intellectual, political, and cultural assumptions.
the Pacific Ocean, despite a brief surge of interaction from the mideighteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries, became more of a border to human mobility by the end of the nineteenth century. The same is true for the waterways that connected the major oceans, which increasingly became lines of segregation rather than channels of integration over the course of the century.
These concurrent trends of integration and segregation took place not only in terms of the material distribution of people, but also corresponded to growing discrepancies in material wealth and power, and intensified understandings of social and cultural differences. We now take for granted the macro-divisions of the world into categories such as East and West, the seven continents, or developed and undeveloped as natural historical divisions that increased interaction will overcome. But actually, these are divisions that emerged hand in hand with the great forces of interconnection and integration over the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These conceptual macro-divisions, such as that drawn across the Pacific or those that divided Europe from Africa and Asia, were the very same spaces where many of the first institutions of modern border control were pioneered. Cultural and political insistence on difference helped to justify these border institutions, which, in turn, helped make some differences into realities. Perhaps the greatest effect of these borders is that they helped to exclude many parts of the world from inclusion into the grand narratives of world history, even as they were becoming increasingly integrated into the very processes of that history.
I have made the case elsewhere for the global scale and increased segregation of global migration from the 1830s to 1920s.
1 After briefly summarizing that work here, I want to consider its implications for our understanding of migration history.
2 At the very least, it provides more material for the comparative study of migration flows. It can also suggest ways to think more carefully about the effects of human mobility, and even about the causes and nature of inequalities and
